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Abstract 
Iron is an essential nutrient for phytoplankton. Although iron-containing dust mobilized from arid regions supplies the 
majority of the iron to the oceans, the key flux in terms of the biogeochemical response to atmospheric deposition is the 
amount of soluble or bioavailable iron. Atmospheric processing of mineral aerosols by anthropogenic pollutants (e.g. 
sulfuric acid) may transform insoluble iron into soluble forms. Previous studies have suggested higher iron solubility in 
smaller particles, as they are subject to more thorough atmospheric processing due to a longer residence time than 
coarse particles. On the other hand, the specific mineralogy of iron in dust may also influence the particulate iron 
solubility in size. Compared to mineral dust aerosols, iron from combustion sources could be more soluble, and found 
more frequently in smaller particles. Internal mixing of alkaline dust with iron-containing minerals could significantly 
reduce iron dissolution in large dust aerosols due to the buffering effect, which may, in contrast, yield higher solubility 
in smaller particles externally mixed with alkaline dust (Ito and Feng, 2010). Here, we extend the modeling study of Ito 
and Feng (2010) to investigate atmospheric processing of mineral aerosols from African dust. In contrast to Asian dust, 
we used a slower dissolution rate for African dust in the fine mode. We compare simulated fractional iron solubility 
with observations. The inclusion of alkaline compounds in aqueous chemistry substantially limits the iron dissolution 
during long-range transport to the Atlantic Ocean: only a small fraction of iron (<0.2%) dissolves from illite in coarse-
mode dust aerosols with 0.45% soluble iron initially. In contrast, a significant fraction (1–1.5%) dissolves in fine-mode 
dust aerosols due to the acid mobilization of the iron-containing minerals externally mixed with carbonate minerals. 
Consequently, the model generally reproduces higher iron solubility in smaller particles as suggested by measurements 
over the Atlantic Ocean. Our results imply that the dissolution of iron in African dust is generally slower than that in 
Asian dust. Conventionally, dust is assumed as the major supply of bioavailable iron with a constant solubility at 1–2% 
to the remote ocean. Therefore, the timing and location of the atmospheric iron input to the ocean with detailed 
modeling of atmospheric processing could be different from those previously assumed. Past and future changes in 
aerosol supply of bioavailable iron might play a greater role in the nutrient supply for phytoplankton production in the 
upper ocean, as global warming has been predicted to intensify stratification and reduce vertical mixing from the deep 
ocean. Thus the feedback of climate change through ocean uptake of carbon dioxide as well as via aerosol-cloud 
interaction might be modified by the inclusion of iron chemistry in the atmosphere. 
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1. Introduction 
Iron (Fe) is an essential nutrient for life. It is widely known that biological primary productivity is 
limited by the bioavailable iron in significant portions of the surface ocean, particularly in the high nitrate, 
low chlorophyll (HNLC) regions (Martin et al., 1994; Mills et al., 2004). A lack of the nutrient (Fe) 
limitation in an integrated Earth system model might result in overestimation of chlorophyll concentration 
in the HNCL regions and thus the production of carbon-containing aerosols from the ocean biomass, which 
is hypothesized to influence climate change via aerosol-cloud interaction (O'Dowd et al., 2004; Ito and 
Kawamiya, 2010). 
The iron-containing soil in arid regions primarily presents Fe in an insoluble form. Since most 
photosynthetic aquatic organisms can take up iron only in the dissolved form, a key flux in terms of the 
biogeochemical response to atmospheric deposition is the amount of soluble iron (Fung et al., 2000; 
Jickells et al., 2005; Baker and Croot, 2008; Mahowald et al., 2009). Atmospheric processing of mineral 
aerosols by anthropogenic pollutants may transform insoluble iron into soluble forms (Zhu et al., 1992; 
Zhuang et al., 1992; Meskhidze et al., 2003). The solution on the particle surface may become highly acidic 
due to atmospheric processing of mineral aerosols by sulfuric acid formed from the oxidation of SO2 
(Sullivan et al., 2007). High proton (H+) concentrations can destabilize Fe–O bonds in the iron oxides 
(Fe2O3), and thus facilitating dissolution at low pH regimes. 
Previous studies have suggested higher iron solubility in smaller particles (Siefert et al., 1999; Hand et 
al., 2004; Baker and Jickells, 2006). Smaller particles could go through more thorough chemical processing 
due to a longer residence time in the atmosphere, which in turn results in higher solubility (Zhuang et al., 
1992; Hand et al., 2004). Hand et al. (2004) examined two hypotheses of soluble iron enhancement by 
photo-reduction reactions and cloud processing in the atmosphere using a global model of mineral aerosols. 
However, neither method reproduced the higher iron solubility in smaller particles quantitatively, 
suggesting that other processes are important. 
It has been proposed that smaller dust particles may yield higher percentages of soluble iron relative to 
larger particles due to possible variations in chemical mixing state of alkaline dust with iron-containing 
minerals as a non-linear function of particle size (Ito and Feng, 2010). The mineralogy of iron influences 
the particulate iron solubility and may contribute to the size dependence of the dissolved iron-rich dust 
(Cwiertny et al., 2008; Journet et al., 2008; Schroth et al., 2009). Here, we extend the study by Ito and Feng 
(2010) to investigate the fractional iron solubility in African dust. We examine the sensitivity of the soluble 
iron in the numerical simulations as well as comparisons of the model results with observations. 
2. Model and experiments  
The atmospheric transport model used in this study is an aerosol chemistry version of the Integrated 
Massively Parallel Atmospheric Chemical Transport (IMPACT) model (Rotman et al., 2004; Liu et al., 
2005; Feng and Penner, 2007; Ito et al., 2007, 2009; Ito and Feng, 2010). The model is driven by 
assimilated meteorological fields for the year of 2001 from the Goddard Earth Observation System (GEOS) 
of the NASA Global Modeling and Assimilation Office (GMAO). Simulations were performed at a one-
hour temporal resolution on a horizontal resolution of 2.0° × 2.5° with 48 vertical layers after a 2-month 
spin-up. Emissions of primary particles and precursor gases, chemistry of gas-phase, heterogeneous, and 
aqueous-phase reactions including mineral dissolution scheme, dry and wet depositions, are simulated. We 
combine the soluble iron for fine particles from aluminosilicate-rich dust (Exp1), that for coarse particles 
from calcite-rich dust (Exp2), and that for both fine and coarse modes of combustion emissions to 
investigate the dissolved iron from African dust. We use 0.45% and 4% soluble iron fractions for the dust 
and combustion sources at the initial conditions, respectively (Luo et al., 2008). 
Sullivan et al. (2007) found that the submicron dust particles, which were likely associated with 
aluminosilicate- and iron-rich dust, could become very acidic due to mixing with sulfuric acid during the 
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early stage of the transport. In the model simulations for the fine mode of mineral dust (aluminosilicate-rich 
dust), dust without carbonate minerals reacts preferentially with sulfate condensed on the particle surface. 
Thus the dust particles could become acidic particularly during the early stage of the transport. The iron 
content in this type of dust aerosol may be associated with “structural iron,” which is trapped in the crystal 
lattice of aluminosilicate minerals, and potentially represents a significant source of soluble iron in acidic 
environments (Cwiertny et al., 2008; Journet et al., 2008; Schroth et al., 2009).  
The soluble iron-containing mineral in dust aerosols is simplified as illite, same as in Exp3 and Exp4 in 
Ito and Feng (2010), in which the abundance of illite in dust (45%) is taken from mineral composition of 
African dust (Journet et al, 2008).  Fig. 1 illustrates the iron dissolution scheme as described in our model. 
McNaughton et al. (2008) and Fairlie et al. (2009) have argued that dust does not acidify in the free 
troposphere except for submicron particles with much lower initial alkalinity. In the simulations for the 
coarse mode of mineral dust (calcite-rich dust), carbonate dust minerals (MeCO3, Me = Ca and Mg) react 
with inorganic acids (H2SO4, HNO3, and HCl) from the air pollution, and form thermodynamically more 
stable materials (MeSO4, Me(NO3)2, and MeCl2). Thus, the dust alkalinity reservoir is able to buffer the 
acidity linked to anthropogenic emissions in the long-range transport.  
Iron from combustion sources could have a pronounced impact on aerosol iron solubility in addition to 
mineral dust aerosols (Chuang et al., 2005; Luo et al., 2008; Schroth et al., 2009). We assume that iron 
from combustion sources is associated with a labile chemical form in circumneutral solutions, and the iron 
on the particle surface is readily released into solutions (Schroth et al., 2009). The fine iron particles from 
combustion sources are transported similar to black carbon in the model, while the distribution of large 
particles is treated here as a single particle mode (i.e., similar to the coarse dust aerosol mode). 
3. Iron Solubility  
Compared to the simulations without alkaline dust (Exp1 in Fig. 2), the model simulations demonstrate a 
substantial reduction in the dissolved iron fraction (DIF) in African dust when aerosol carbonate chemistry 
is included (Exp2 in Fig. 2). Here, the DIF in dust (%) was calculated using the total iron concentration 
from dust sources only. In the absence of alkaline dust (Exp1), lower pH (< 3) is predicted near both dust 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 1. Schematic of the iron dissolution scheme (left for the fine mode and right for the coarse mode). The width of the arrow 
indicates the relative concentration of species. 
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and sulfur source regions. When aerosol carbonate chemistry is included (Exp2), however, the calcite-rich 
dust does not acidify near the dust source regions due to the buffering ability of carbonate minerals. Thus 
the iron-containing mineral aerosols in Exp1 dissolve faster than those in Exp2. 
The onboard cruise measurements have reported that smaller particles yield higher iron fractional 
solubility during summer time over the Atlantic Ocean (27 June 2001 to 15 August 2001) (Chen and Siefert, 
2003). Similarly, our model simulates the iron fractional solubility for the fine mode higher than that for the 
coarse mode daily averaged over the cruise tracks (Fig. 3). When the buffering ability of alkaline dust is 
neglected (Exp1), good agreement is obtained for the fine mode (1.2% vs. 2.2 ± 7.1%). However, the model 
does not capture the overall variability in daily aerosol concentration observed by Chen and Siefert (2003). 
It may suggest that the spatial variation in iron mineralogy needs to be considered, or that other processes 
are important. We note that the observed variability over the Atlantic Ocean is larger than that over the 
Pacific Ocean (1.7 ± 0.8%) (Chen and Siefert, 2003; Hand et al., 2004). When the alkaline dust chemistry is 
included (Exp2), the model estimate of the iron fractional solubility for the coarse mode is in good 
agreement with measurements (0.5% vs. 0.3 ± 0.7%), both of which indicate the moderate iron dissolution 
from dust aerosols. The baseline of the model is higher than the measurement, because we use higher 
(0.45%) soluble iron fraction for the dust at the initial conditions. These results may support the hypothesis 
by Ito and Feng (2010) that smaller dust particles may yield increased fractions of soluble iron relative to 
larger particles as a result of possible variations in chemical mixing state of alkaline dust with iron-
containing minerals as a non-linear function of particle size. In contrast to Asian dust, we used slower 
dissolution rate for the African dust in the fine mode. Thus out results may imply that African dust 
dissolves slower than Asian dust, which is consistent with Schroth et al. (2009). However, quantitative, 
episodic, and predictive capabilities of the soluble iron simulations still remain challenging. Thus, 
achieving a predictive capability for size-segregated aerosols of soluble iron will require further work 
involving laboratory experiments, modeling, and observations, such as spatial distribution of iron content in 
clays, size distribution data of chemical composition in mineral aerosols, and dissolution rates of iron from 
clay minerals. 
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Fig. 2. Modelled dissolved iron fraction (DIF) in dust (%) in the surface air during July 2001 (top for the fine mode and bottom for the 
coarse mode).
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Fig. 3. Observed (blue) and modeled (red) iron fractional solubility for the fine mode (left) and coarse mode (right). 
4. Summary and Conclusions 
We investigated the impact of alkaline dust on the acid mobilization of iron. In this study, we extend the 
comprehensive modeling study by Ito and Feng (2010) to investigate the dissolved iron from  African dust 
in comparison with Asian dust. We examine the sensitivity of the soluble iron in the numerical simulations 
as well as comparisons of the model with observations. Our results support the hypothesis by Ito and Feng 
(2010). The mixing state of iron-containing aerosols with alkaline carbonate minerals and subsequent 
atmospheric chemical processing of the aerosols resulted in substantial differences in the iron solubility. 
The inclusion of alkaline dust in aqueous chemistry significantly limits the iron dissolution by inorganic 
acids in aerosol solution during the long-range transport.  
Our results suggest that the speciation of ion-containing minerals in the fine mode is important for 
improvement of our ability to estimate the iron fractional solubility in different particle sizes. Thus while 
much of the research on understanding the role of mineral-dust iron in ocean productivity has focused on 
larger dust particles, further work would be required to study the atmospheric processing of mineral 
aerosols for different size modes in conjunction with size-fractionated mineralogy. 
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